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ABSRACT 
The Story Project is a small, not-for-profit community media arts company based on the Sunshine 
Coast hinterland. It specialises in facilitating first-person storytelling. Since 2012 The Story Project 
has been collaborating with a small community arts organisation based in northern NSW, Uralla Arts, 
to record local heritage in first-person story form and to curate and present it ways that will appeal 
to new generations of listeners. The initial collaboration was funded by a Federal government 
Community Heritage program. The project successfully adapted a participatory method of life 
storytelling to this regional context and some 40 stories were contributed to a collection.  A more 
ambitious suite of projects to develop soundwalks in a number of towns across the New England 
region has since grown from this initial collaboration. The soundwalks seek to combine local creative 
works in oral story, music and visual forms, and make them accessible through an application that 
can be downloaded to GPS-enabled mobile devices. While soundwalks are not new, the needs and 
challenges of creative community-building that New England soundwalks attempt to solve in this 
regional setting hold value for a broader range of interests than just those of the immediate project 
stakeholders. This paper reports on a research collaboration between The Story Project and QUT 
researchers that looked at The Story Project’s engagement with Uralla Arts and other New England 
community-based networks and organisations. It considers how this instance of story-centred, 
participatory media arts practice contributes to building population-wide capacity for creative 
expression.     
 
Introduction 
I approach this presentation as responses to a series of questions about work in progress on the 
research collaboration with The Story Project and Uralla Arts. These concern the background to the 
project, and how I came to be involved with it; where things are up to now; observations about its 
value; and some conclusions about what this tells us about the value of co-creative storytelling, and 
directions in which this particular initiative in sound walking could go.   
 
What was the project when I first came across it? 
I first came across the New England and Northwest Sound Trail back in mid-2012. Back then it was 
called the Uralla Story Project. Andrew Parker from Uralla Arts had partnered with Story Project 
principals, Hamish Sewell and Helen Wilkinson, following a chance encounter with Helen at a 
  
funeral. The Story project is an independent not-for-profit cultural organisation based in the 
Sunshine Coast Hinterland in Queensland, Australia. They use the dialogical method of digital 
storytelling not unlike that developed by Story Corp in the US (Isay 2013). Helen introduced Andrew 
to digital storytelling and Andrew immediately grasped the potential value of working with The Story 
Project to help Uralla make use of its wealth of stories, by bringing them into the public arena. They 
secured some heritage funding to get started. Lots of local people participated in the project and 
there was significant input from across the community including local businesses community, 
graziers, poets, writers, actors, heritage buffs, aboriginal elders, orchardists. The Story Project 
developed a methodology for community engagement in this initial collaboration, which culminated 
in an exhibition of some forty digital stories at the Uralla public library in 2012, and broadcasts on 
local ABC radio.  
In the same year I had started work on a national research project supported by the Australian 
Research Council that was investigating the value of community-based digital storytelling activity. 
Our research partners include the Australian Council for the Arts, the Australian Centre for the 
Moving Image, the Community Broadcasting Association of Australia and a Broome-based 
Indigenous media organisation, Goolarri Media Enterprises. These organisations and the extensive 
community arts and media networks they represented, have invested quite a bit of time and money 
in digital storytelling and similar activities in the last decade. They wanted to know more about the 
appeal of digital storytelling to communities, and the ways in which communities made use of these 
techniques and methods. We researchers want to know how this activity helps to build storytelling 
capacity on a population-wide basis. We are exploring a proposition from evolutionary economics, 
that storytelling can be understood as a social practice as well as an individual capacity, and that one 
of its social functions is to generate novel solutions to social problems through creative expression 
and use of communications media.  
Our methods for researching this question were, broadly speaking, participatory. We invited 
everyone we knew who had an interest in digital storytelling to a forum held at ACMI in Melbourne 
in November 2012. Over 170 people including representatives from x number of organisations 
around Australia attended. We also invited community-based media artists and producers to pitch 
projects for development at this event. We received seventeen proposals. Seven of these projects 
became research sites for our project and six were selected for presentation at the conference. One 
of those had the working title of ‘The Uralla Soundscape’ and was presented by Andrew and Helen. 
It proposed extending the content generated through the Uralla Story Project and taking it to 
another level of accessibility with the development of an app for use on mobile devices. It was 
inspired by international experiments in Sound Walks that augment physical environments with 
immersive audio experiences (Butler 2006; Edmond 2013). It aimed to stimulate cultural tourism in 
Uralla and foster a sense of pride and dignity in the local community by sharing stories with ‘tech 
savvy’ generations. Here was a ‘real world’ experiment in problem solving through a form of digital 
storytelling. Although the project was ambitious its resource requirements were modest. QUT 
researchers joined the project as virtual participant-observers. We became one of the project’s 
many supporters and watched it evolve into the New England and Northwest Sound Trail. 
One of our key findings to emerge from our research so far is that there is a very rich and rapidly 
evolving field of community media co-creative media activity that falls between community arts and 
cultural development, community broadcasting and public service broadcasting. I have previously 
  
described this as a field of participatory community media arts. No single project emerges from our 
study as being ‘emblematic’ of this field but the New England and Northwest Sound Trail 
nonetheless provides an interesting demonstration of its complexity. 
 
What is it now? 
So what is New England and Northwest Sound Trail?  
It’s a curated collection of stories and sounds that is being facilitated and produced by The Story 
Project using participatory media methods in a number of small regional towns and locations across 
the highlands and north Western NSW. Sound trails can be access via the web but with the aid of an 
app they can also be accessed on mobile devices such as smart phones. The app is now being tested 
and will be launched in Uralla, Warialda and Myall Creek in August this year, with new sites being 
added to build the trail in following months.  
The Sound Trail is the product of a collaborative effort that involves community arts organisations, 
local councils of the region (including Gwydir Shire Council, Myall Creek Shire Council), community 
heritage organisations (such as Friends of Myall Creek), a social enterprise angel  investor (Starfish 
Productions), local business sponsors (such as the Pheonix Foundry) and app developers from 
Workware (not in New England, but nonetheless based in a regional location and also focussed on 
finding ways to secure the benefits of the information economy for communities that beyond the big 
metropolitan centres). Curiously, local tourism organisations have not yet shown interest in the 
Sound Trail. They remain more focussed on trying to fill beds in the regions than on the quality of 
experiences in these destinations. Similarly, the Australia Council has only contributed indirectly to 
the resource base of the Sound Trail through our research project. A funding application for 
Community Partnerships support did not succeed because a lively community debate about the 
relevance of a mobile platform to locals was simultaneously taking place, and it was not possible to 
demonstrate unequivocal community support for the project in the grant round timeframe. An 
application for Emerging and Experimental Arts funding did not succeed either because sound walks 
and apps are no longer considered experimental and first person storytelling is far from an emergent 
art form.   
The New England and Northwest Sound Trail is accessed via a mobile app, but it’s actually all about 
local stories. It has been giving local populations a reason for engaging with digital media and 
communications as creators and curators of content. Certainly, you will need a network connection 
to download the free app in the first place. But after that the app relies on the GPS functionality of 
mobile devices to access the location-based content rather than mobile phone networks. This 
feature is proving to be significant in addressing local resistances to mobile devices. The GPS 
functionality of mobile devices is free to use. Nor is it constrained by the problems of mobile 
network coverage that occur beyond the main highways throughout this region. As Andrew Parker 
commented in an interview, this use of mobile technology is achieving cut through especially 
amongst older people, and ‘puts communities across the region at the cutting edge of technology for 
the cost of an oily rag.’ (Well, the cost of a GPS-enabled mobile device.) 
 
  
What is its value? 
The New England and Northwest Sound Trail engages and capitalises upon local voices and creative 
capacity. To this extent it is also a community partnership with social enterprise potential. The Story 
Project has created a template for digitising heritage and cultural tourism through storytelling that 
can be adapted in an open-ended number of locations. The not-for-profit company has found a way 
to ethically manoeuvre through the politics of creative labour and ownership to improve the viability 
of their business and create opportunities for others along the way. This includes retaining local 
expertise at all levels of the project, including app developers. Workware, also see potential value 
for them in the IP they are developing through their involvement in the Sound Trail.  
Other collaborators see positive potential for the Story Trail to contribute directly to local economies 
through enriching cultural tourism and indirectly through improved community engagement with 
the skills and technologies of the network society. However they report that perceive the main value 
of the project to lie in the recognition of the value of the people and places of NE and the Northwest 
to the wider Australian canvas that is achieved through preserving their stories, knowledge and lives, 
and making this wealth publicly accessible. 
 
Where could the Sound Trail go? 
The Sound Trail has the potential to go many places. Local government interest in the Sound Trail 
app now extends west to Narrabri and Walgett, as well as Canterbury Council in Sydney and 
Moreton Bay Council in Queensland.  There is also interesting potential for the Sound Trail to 
continue evolving as a community media platform. It could become more interactive as mobile 
communications coverage allows and (hopefully) improves. For example, it should be possible to 
develop a community layer where users could add their own content, feedback and geotags.  
One place where it would be very exciting to see this kind of functionality applied is in the sound trail 
being created for Myall Creek. An appalling C19th massacre of Aboriginal people took place here. 
Such massacres were a feature of colonial expansion but unlike others, the perpetrators of the Myall 
Creek massacre were brought to trial and hanged for their crimes. Plans to establish a visitor’s 
centre at Myall Creek have never been realised. An community layer for the sound trail could 
provide a platform for hosting important conversations about history and culture connected to this 
location that register around the world. 
This could be the beginning of something new. 
 
References 
Butler, Toby (2006). A Walk of art: the potential of the sound walk as practice in cultural geography. 
Social & Cultural Geography. Vol. 7 (6): 889-908. 
Edmond, Maura (2014). All platforms considered: Contemporary radio and transmedia engagement. 
New Media and Society. April 7: 1-17. 
Isay, David (2013). Ties that bind: stories of love and gratitude from the first ten years of StoryCorps. 
New York: The Penguin Press. 
